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Summary: Timing has never really worked in Cassia's favour. This point is very effectively proven when the goddamn zombie apocalypse strikes. Cassia is nowhere near her home or her four siblings at the time of the Outbreak, and is instead stuck in North Georgia with her boyfriend, her best friend, and the Dixon brothers.





	1. Atlanta

Cassia Dunlain was probably the most fortunate amongst her siblings, when it came to names and such. Their parents had been naive, carefree and spontaneous types when they were younger, and so they named their firstborns Lavender and Basil. They had been twins. This was where Cassia came in, born second to a family of five, not including her parents. After Lavender, Basil and Cassia came Cayenne, and then finally, the youngest of them all; Ginger. Her youngest sister, in Cassia's opinion, was the least fortunate. It seemed almost unreal to her now that she would never see them again, her herb and spices siblings. Basil and Lavender had moved out to go travelling months before the Outbreak had occured, last she'd heard they had been in Thailand, so she took comfort in knowing they had been fulfilling their lifelong dreams when it had all gone to shit. Basil had taken his wife and their newborn son with them. Ginger was still in high school. Cassia didn't even want to begin thinking about what could have happened to her youngest sister. The thought alone was too barbaric even as a concept. She cleared her throat louder than intended and frowned, blinking harshly to stop herself from crying. Any sign of weakness in front of Merle Dixon was as good as paying him to stab you in the foot. There was too much he could do with ammunition like that. Cassia had learned that early on. Instead of bothering to turn to look at Merle, lounging and singing in the backseat, she let her mind drift back to the fate of her siblings. She didn't mind so much if Daryl noticed her upset, he would merely find it awkward, and would leave it at that.

Cayenne had always been the coolest amongst them, Lavender and Basil were vegan Buddhists that lived and looked like hippies; so they were cool in their own right, but they were in no way cool the same way that Cayenne was. Crowds literally parted for her anywhere she'd go, her immaculately kept collection of leather jackets and iridescent shades probably helped to boost this immense aura she always had around her, but Cassia reckoned it was the expertly applied makeup and the many piercings and tattoos and ability to preempt fashion trends that caused Cayenne to always be ahead of the curve. Idolised by so many. Her hair had always been a different colour each month, and even though she was younger than Cassia by a whole year, she had always looked up to Cayenne.

Cassia's attention drifted to herself, and she glanced down at her leggings. She'd paired them with a long, baggy grey jumper, that suited her, but wasn't exactly edgy or trendy. She supposed it didn't matter, as her gaze drifted to her company. Daryl had his window rolled all the way down, his elbow perching on the now available frame. To an outsider he might have even come across as relaxed, his other hand laid casually on the steering wheel, drifting the wheel to the left or the right whenever he would need to, staring straight ahead. Daryl always managed to look like he had multiple things going on inside his head at once. It was amazing to her how he always gave that impression. Right now was a perfect example. Cassia was about to turn back to look at Merle, but for the second time, decided against it. Conversation with him should be avoided until absolutely necessarily.

It was at this point that Daryl's beloved grey 1973 Ford F-250 pickup truck let out a telltale groan, and then very promptly ran right out of gas. No-one showed any surprise. They had been running on fumes for a while, and the huge motorbike in the back on the truck did them no favours. Daryl cursed in that unique way he had of speaking, where it was always nothing more than a murmur, but still somehow intelligible. Daryl followed this up by abusing his steering wheel for about 4 seconds in total, and then hopped out of the driver's side, slamming the door shut behind him. Cassia craned her neck to exchange a look with Merle in the back, who merely shrugged and continued with whatever it was he had been doing to pass the time. After observing him for a bit, Cassia quickly determined this consisted of Merle pretending to shoot passing trees or cars with his gun. She raised an eyebrow and then heaved a sigh, knowing it would be up to her to help Daryl. Luckily, they'd thought ahead, and gas cannisters were also in the back of the truck.

An hour or two later, and they'd made it to Atlanta. One word could about summarise their reaction to the state they had found it in.

Shit.


	2. Oh, Right

A week with the other survivors- _Shane's_ survivors, gave Cassia more hope for not only her survival but her sanity. She highly doubted there was another hour she could have spent in antagonistic silence with the Dixon brothers. It wasn't that she didn't like them- Hell, they were the only friends she had left now. The only ones she knew _before_ the Outbreak, anyway. They were their own little family within the group. It was weird how that worked. Certain people were associated with each other and treated like little groups or families within the main one. Dale, Andrea and Amy were just one example. Carol, Ed and Sophia were another. Cassia blinked extra hard to bring herself out of her own thoughts tangent. Merle was right. She really _was_ a daydreamer. Anyway, Cassia's inital point had been that she reckoned another hour stuck in the car with the Dixon brothers would be where she started to lose it.

They'd settled in pretty well. Cassia offered Jacqui a pleasant little grin as she passed her, making her way down towards the pond where she knew she would be able to find Amy. The girl had let Cassia borrow a few bandanas to keep her hair off her face, and in return, Cassia had mended a few of Amy's shirts. It was an amicable deal. After the exchange was through, she took a seat next to Andrea, holding her hand out to be passed a shirt so that she could assist with the washing of the clothes. The sun was just beaming right on down on them today, Cassia noted; closing her eyes and lifting her face towards the sun. The world suddenly went cold and dark and so Cassia reopened her eyes with a jump. Urgh. Ed. The bastard was leaning over Carol, getting in her face and shoving at her to do something different with the clothes. Cassia felt her palm itch. Man, she really wanted nothing more than to slap him full force around the face, the way he went on and treated his own family. Made everyone sick. Even _Merle_. Well, that was a stretch, he more complained about the noise than anything else. Cassia tuned back in to see Andrea now getting involved. Shit. This wasn't about to be anything good,

"Well Ed, if you'd like to wash your own clothes then go ahead, otherwise, take yourself elsewhere," Cassia realised that this had come from her own mouth, and now everyone was staring at her. Double shit. Great. She cringed and got to her feet slowly, dusting her hands off on her jeans, "The fuck did you just say to me, bitch?" Ed raged, his overgrown, sweaty face was swiftly turning an ugly shade of maroon, and he was much closer now than Cassia had ever wanted the guy to be. It dawned on her how much bigger than her he was. _Well_, she reasoned with herself, _someone's gotta do it_. And so she shoved him as hard as she could, the result was more than slightly underwhelming, but it did the trick. His ugly maroon face screwed up even further, and with a growl of rage, he turned on Carol, who had been pawing at his shoulder, trying to persuade him to back off. The sound echoed around them as he smacked her, and Carol's cry stood out to her as if she had stood right by a speaker and turned it up to full volume. There was a stunned silence from everyone there, and then Andrea and Cassia lost it. Both snarled in rage and lunged forward to grab at Ed, to try and get purchase on him and inflict some percentage of the pain Carol was feeling on him. Cassia had been wrong before when she'd thought she wanted nothing more than to slap him. There wasn't enough motivation behind that. She wanted to give him a taste of his own medicine. For Carol. For Sophia. Cassia was too distracted to take note of who was holding herself and Andrea back. Ed clearly hadn't forgotten who had been insulting and manhandling him, and swung straight for Cassia, who was swift enough to duck, and was lucky enough to only have to do that, as a gruff and more than slightly angry voice called out to them,

"Hey." Came the voice of none other than Daryl Dixon, and Ed slowly pivoted to face the crossbow that was now aimed at his head. Cassia visibly sagged in relief, throwing her arm around Andrea. Daryl wouldn't kill him, she knew that.

...Right? Daryl wouldn't-

Daryl apparently would, as he took a few calculated steps closer, he _moved_ like a hunter, silent and precise,

"D'you just throw a punch at my baby mama?" Daryl asked Ed, his gaze was steely and his posture was rigid and unforgiving, his hold on his crossbow and his aim unwavering, yet his tone was soft and cool, almost dangerous.

_Oh, right_... Cassia thought to herself, looking down to the very slight protrusion/swelling that used to be her toned stomach, _I'm pregnant_.


	3. Screw You, Deputy

"Bitch assaulted me first," Ed spat at Daryl, still that awful shade of maroon, and very extremely overly sweaty by now. Amy was consoling Carol off to Cassia's right, and Andrea was still right by her side on her left. Daryl's eyes narrowed that little bit more, and he raised his crossbow up to his eye level, indicating he was about to shoot,

"Beat y'little girl too, don'tcha?" Daryl voiced his secondary incentive to shoot the man, and everyone all at once seemed to recall the bruises they'd noticed on Sophia from time to time, and suddenly the atmosphere was a little thicker and just that bit more antagonistic. Daryl was waiting for some sort of confirmation or answer, although everyone knew it was true. Ed wasn't exactly subtle. Ed licked his lips, a sickening half grin spreading after he did so, and shrugged, returning Daryl's glare,

"Sophia's just clumsy." Was all he said, and for a moment, Cassia was _sure_ Daryl was going to shoot the man. His finger even twitched on the trigger, but then Shane came out of nowhere, and tackled Daryl from behind. Ed immediately took this opportunity to escape and dragged Carol off with him, backing away. Death glares followed him until he disappeared from sight. All eyes returned to Daryl and Shane, who were now wrestling in the dirt. Cassia sighed,

"Shane!" She called out, stepping towards their entangled forms, "Ed provoked this. He hit Carol and then tried to hit me." She folded her arms over her chest and watched as both men got to their feet. Shane nodded in her direction and took up that awfully obnoxious stance he always did,

"Right, well. I'm inclined to believe you, but _shooting people with crossbows_," He emphasised the last part, turning to stare pointedly at Daryl, who returned it unrelentingly, hoisting his crossbow back over his shoulder and folding his arms, "is _not_ going to solve thangs." Shane finished, glaring between Cassia and Daryl and then over to Andrea, who pursed her lips and gave him a noncommital shrug. Shane sighed and moved closer to her to try and appeal to her, "Cassie, I know there's hormones-" He began, in a tone that was way beyond patronising, and raised a hand to gesture as he spoke. Cassia's expression immediately shut down and she scoffed, slapping his hand away,

"Screw you, _Deputy_." She turned and stalked off towards her tent.

Daryl caught her forearm before she'd reached her destination, however, and spun her around, one hand remaining on the crossbow as it lay over his shoulder,

"Y'alright?" He questioned gruffly, staring off to the right of her. She watched him avoid her gaze for a few seconds before replying, "I'm fine." She told him and then shrugged his arm off. Daryl grimaced and then stalked off back towards the trees.

It wasn't until the decision was made to send a group into the city to try and garner supplies and weapons that Cassia realised just how much other people disliked Merle Dixon. There was even a collective sigh of relief when he set off with Andrea, Morales, Glenn, T-Dog and Jacqui on the mission. This sigh did not stretch as far as Daryl and Cassia. They were probably the only two who didn't cherish him being gone. Sure, it was nice to not be criticised, made fun of, be the subject of sexist jokes, or to watch him drive Daryl crazy, but he was still a part of their tiny family. Her, Daryl, Merle, and... the thing. Cassia grimaced at her own thoughts and shifted around on her seat, mentally apologising to her unborn and currently undeveloped child. There was no way she was going to refer to the baby as a foetus. She wasn't sure the Dixon brothers even knew the meaning of the word. She huffed unhappily, her mind coming up with no cute alternatives. She'd decided from the day she'd found out she was pregnant that she wasn't going to try to pre-guess the child's gender. She knew from Basil's experience with his wife's pregnancy that it did no good to get excited over having a baby of one gender, only for it to be born as another. Although, it was very possible that the baby might be transgender. It wasn't too important to Cassia, as long as the baby was happy, then she was all good. Gender schmender. She was sure Daryl had different ideals, but that was a bridge to cross when they came to it. She didn't expect he'd be around much while the baby grew up, anyway. She couldn't explain why, she just couldn't picture him being all too interested.

It was surprisingly lonely around the camp with Merle gone. She realised that she missed him jumping out at her and insulting her with a big smarmy grin on his face, as if he were just discussing the weather. She missed the selfish threats and the unnecessary remarks, the racist ones, too, and the horrifying suggestions for baby names. Daryl had never been much company. He always kept to himself, and wasn't really one to engage in casual conversation. However, he was kinder than Merle, and Cassia was probably one of the very few who knew what he could really be like. Alas, he'd gone off hunting again, so Cassia really _was_ alone. She decided to get up and see how she could help around the camp.


	4. Merle

Cassia remembered the exact moment Rick Grimes came stumbling into camp along with the others. She remembered it so well because she had been dealing with these insatiable cravings all day. First it had been tomatoes and cucumbers, then it had been _pancakes_ - which of course was the worst of it, as there was no way in hell she would gain access to those. No way. Not unless one of the squirrels Daryl had been hunting happened to be carrying a family pancake recipe and the necessary ingredients. Cassia had sighed as if she were the lead in a Shakespeare play, and reclined on one of the seats set up around the campfire. It was a fairly sunny day, she recalled, but the most poignant thing had been the desire for pancakes. One she had voiced allowed to Daryl, only to be answered with a bemused grunt and his retreating figure. He never spent much time around her, not after the pregnancy, and even less after the Outbreak. Cassia remembered the exact moment, as Carl had been sitting right next to her, and the yell of excitement the kid had let out had brought her straight out of her pancake filled reverie. Daryl had been long submerged into the trees by this point, and Cassia had jolted up, her eyes searching the group for Merle. He hadn't been there, and Cassia's heart had stopped, she'd bit down _hard_ on her lower lip and the tears she'd kept concealed from Merle all that time spilled over and let loose _because_ of Merle. The irony was bitter. She had slowly gotten to her feet and paced forward a few steps, her hands outstretched a little infront of her, _searching for Merle_. He had to have returned, she'd thought to herself. He's Merle. Apparently not even Merle could survive this mess, and she remembered that just after she had thought that, Andrea and Amy had enveloped her in a hug.

Cassia was now sat outside her tent the next morning, staring dejectedly down at the crude magazine Merle had left outside his own tent. It was soggy now. Drowned. It had rained. Cassia brought the blanket she'd been given by Dale tighter around her shoulders and gave a gloomy sigh. She knew she was currently in the calm stage, before the storm struck. Before Daryl returned. She'd cried for a while, though it had puzzled her. She'd never been close to Merle. He'd always been horrible to her, and she was 98% sure he was the reason Val was dead. She just... He was one of the few she had left. They'd gotten on in their own way, and now there was a very good chance that he was dead. That her baby had lost it's only Uncle on it's Father's side. Cass knew she was supposed to stay optimistic, but it was hard to do so when all the information she had was that Merle was handcuffed to a pipe on the roof of a building in the city, and that he might not be dead because they'd barred the door behind them. How kind. _Cowards_.

A rustle and the sound of a twig snapping amongst the forestry to her far left alerted her to Daryl's return. _Ah_. _Daryl was back_.

She got to her feet and tried to predict where he would come from, the dullest glimmer of pride resounding inside her upon getting it right. The situation was too dire and gloomy for anything more than that. She'd always hated being the bearer of bad news. Cassia realised then, that it wasn't actually her bad news to give. Rick had said he _wanted_ to be the one to tell Daryl, hadn't he? Last night at the campfire, he'd voiced his opinion and she'd respected him for it. She'd still glared at him, but the respect was there. Cassia cleared her throat and Daryl gave her a very slightly reproachful look, coming to stand in front of her. She cocked her head at him and suddenly couldn't speak. No. She would not be the one to have to deal with all of Daryl's rage. This was Rick's fault. Rick could explain himself. The air between them now was even more awkward than the morning after they'd... copulated. She sighed and then tugged lightly on his hand, releasing it and indicating that he should follow her. She was surprised that he did so without asking questions. Perhaps her face had conveyed how serious the situation was.

Rick lived up to his promise, and was completely honest when he told Daryl the truth. Daryl... reacted about as well as everyone expected him to, and tried to get at T-Dog with a knife. Cassia gritted her teeth _hard_ when asshole Shane came out of nowhere and tackled Daryl, for the _second time that week_. He secured him in a highly unnecessary headlock, and Daryl was good enough to stop slicing his knife about very quickly. When Shane refused to let him go, flexing his muscles to show off, Cass was sure, she darted forward and kicked him in the thigh, making sure to aim it straight for muscle, so that it would bruise, and forced Shane off of Daryl,

"He stopped struggling a while back," She hissed at him, her gaze reproachful. Shane groaned and clutched at his thigh, stretching it out and making sure it was okay before clambering to his feet with his jaw clenched, he took an angry step towards Cassia, who stood her ground, to her own merit, and then he thought better of it, simply fixing her with a foreboding glare, "Any longer and you'd be choking him." She told him, and then stepped away to watch what was happening with Daryl, ending the argument between herself and Shane before it had begun. She flinched when Shane's fist collided with a tree behind her, but reacted no further, maintaining her watch on Daryl.

Cassia felt for Daryl, she really did. It was obvious that everyone thought Merle's fate was good riddance, and that no-one was really bothered about going to look for him. No-one but Daryl, herself, Rick and T-Dog. The latter two were obviously the result of guilt, so she didn't count that so highly. Daryl did not take kindly to her wanting to go,

"What help're you gonna be, huh?" He demanded, taking a step forward to get in her face,

"For one, I actually _want_ to get Merle back-" She snapped back, regretting her tone instantly, as it took Daryl that one step closer to fury, "'N I don't?" He barked at her, seething now, "Nah, you're gonna stay right here 'nd do whatever someone as useless s'you does 'round here." Daryl bellowed the last part right in her face, and she closed her eyes to avoid the spit, flinching slightly. A history of bad relationships, the last being the worst resurfaced in her mind, and she curled her arms around herself to try and find comfort. Make it all go away. Of course it didn't. Daryl took her silence for submission and stormed off. And so Daryl, Rick, Glenn and T-Dog set off for Atlanta.

The next day was the day Shane argued with Lori. No-one saw them, of course, but it still happened. It was also the day Shane almost beat the life out of Ed, after he abused Carol infront of everyone by the quarry pond, for the _second time that week_. Cassia hadn't been there that time. She'd thought it would be best to avoid Ed, to make it easier to make up with Daryl when he returned to camp. _If he returned_, a small part of her taunted.


	5. His Name Was Ross

Cassia Dunlain had never once in her life been on a boat. Not once. She _had_ planned on keeping it that way, too, until Andrea and Amy had come along and practically forced her into the boat themselves. Well, that was a slight exaggeration... It was more like a lot of whining and pleading and the beginnings of a headache. This was how she eventually found herself tucked up in the foetal position, smack bang in the center of the boat, while Andrea and Amy reminisced about their seperate childhoods, due to the age gap between them, and how their father treated them differently. Cassia was beginning to suspect they had forgotten she was there until Andrea fixed her notorious blue eyes on her,

"So... your baby. It's Daryl's right?" She asked, and Cassia could tell the other woman was hoping and praying that she wouldn't reply with 'No, actually, it's Merle's.'

Cassia cringed at the thought. Bleh. No siree. Cassia nodded shortly, stretching out as much as she dared to, very aware of the balance of the boat, "Yep. It's Daryl's."

Andrea seemed to relax after this and fell silent for a bit, eyes on the water, tampering around with her fishing rod before she spoke up again, her voice was softer, distant, wistful now, "We gotta make sure to give that kid the best childhood that we can... Growing up with all thi-" Amy whipped her head around and shushed Andrea, shaking her head with wide eyes. She'd been the only one to notice how Cassia's face had fallen, and how her frame had sagged, how the moisture had gathered in her eyes. Andrea bit down on her lip and very nearly smacked herself up the side of the head, "Cassie, I- I'm sorry. I wasn't thinkin'-" She apologised, but Cassia shook her head with a sniff and a small gulp before she sat upright again, "No, nah- You're right." Was all she said, but it was enough, and the trio fell silent once again. A longer period of time fell between conversation this time, and Amy was the one to perk up this time, "Where'd you grow up, Cass?" She asked amicably, offering her companion a soft smile. Cassia returned warmly. She liked these two. They were probably the closest she had to friends. Carol always sent her scornful looks because she felt Cassia had worsened things for her and Ed and even Sophia. The woman might have been right, but Cassia couldn't just stand around and watch him humiliate, harrass and abuse Carol and Sophia. Was that selfish? Maybe. It was her morales. And then there was Jacqui, who she knew disapproved of Cassia's being pregnant outside of wedlock. Daryl could be husband material, but Cass doubted he would want to marry her. Alas, their child would be born a bastard, and what a practically satanic thing that was. Cassia couldn't help how sarcastic and even rude her thoughts had gotten, but Jacqui was definitely being too nosey, judgemental, prejudiced and holy about it all. Shit happens.

Cassia felt like she'd spent four years thinking this all up, when in reality it had only been about forty seconds, "I was born in Bloomington, Minnesota. Grew up there, too." She answered, her face was angled towards the sun now, her eyes closed, and as a result, her voice was serene and calming. It was nice to feel this way, for a change. Amy seemed to really like this answer, "I've never been to Minnesota? What's it like? Actually- Nevermind. I don't wanna go." Cassia shrugged. How brutally honest. Amy carried on, "So, what're you doing in Georgia, then, if you live in Minnesota?"

Cass smiled briefly, a sigh became the transition for her expression to turn somber, and she shuffled about to face Amy, her eyes opened to look at her directly. The atmosphere shifted lightly, and she wasn't sure if this was due to a change in the direction the wind was blowing, or because the tone of the conversation had shifted so drastically, but it was palpable.

"This was supposed to be stop number one for my roadtrip." She informed Amy lightly, her voice had gone quiet now, and both girls strained to hear it, giving each other a curious glance. There was certainly more to this story. They were nearing the shore now, "Who were you travelling with?" Andrea asked and Cassia almost winced, "My best friend, Valerie, and..." Her eyes glazed over for a moment and she licked her lips, "My boyfriend."

"Daryl?"

"Nope. His name was Ross."


	6. In The Nick Of Time

That same day was the day she was officially a month pregnant. Wait. No. A month and two weeks. Daryl had found her a calender from a gas station they'd encountered on their way to Atlanta, and she'd been counting down the days on that. Today it was exactly a month and two weeks, and she'd known Daryl and Merle for exactly two months. What a thought that was. She'd only known the father of her child for two months. He was gone, too. She'd be lying if she tried to claim that she didn't miss him. He wasn't the best conversationalist, he was often angsty and lashed out, he tried to be like his brother sometimes, he was terrible at being supportive and she never saw much of him anymore, but... He was also kind, he _did_ care about the baby (why else would he have stayed by her side and protected her?), he _wasn't_ Merle - as much as he tried to be sometimes, he was talented and brave and strong, he hated to show that he cared about everyone but he still did, he could be incredibly funny and charming, and he always did the best he could with whatever he'd been given. Cassia couldn't deny she had respect for him. The night she'd spent with him, she'd claimed to have not remembered, just as he had, but... It had been the best night of her life. She'd felt safe for once. Loved. She'd never felt that way before. Cassia shook her head to rid herself of the unwanted thoughts that suddenly plagued her. Flashbacks. No. She needed to do something. She got to her feet and wandered off to go find Dale and ask him how his RV worked.

Cassia had never considered, or been considered by anyone around her as gifted or spiritual, or psychic. Those kind of labels were used for her elder twin siblings. Lavender and Basil. The vegan-Buddhist-hippies. It could not be denied though, that Cassia often got a gut instinct about something bad happening, a little while before it happened. This had happened numerous times before. She'd felt like something horrible was about to happen when Ross was about to board a party boat in Tenerife, and it had turned out that there was a rabid dog on the same boat. Ross had been so relieved that afterwards he had always followed her advice when she got feelings like that. Right up until...

Cassia felt a painful twinge in her jaw, and realised she'd been gritting her teeth way too hard. She didn't want to think about Ross right now. Or the Outbreak. It was too soon. The main point was that she had a bad feeling. No, scratch that. It wasn't just _bad_. She was practically trembling with it. She felt this off urge to sob. She was sat down at the campfire, Andrea and Amy were serving the fish they'd caught earlier that day, on the trip Cassia had gone on. Dale was sat next to her, and mistook her worried trembling for cold shivers, and started to worry over her, finding her another blanket. She didn't want to worry him and so she accepted it, allowing him to think he had been right. But he was _wrong_, and something was very very _wrong_. She could feel that. Cassia resisted the urge to whimper. Oh, how she wished Daryl were here right now. She scanned the group around this fire for Shane. Hmm. No. He must be with the other group. She turned and found him, opening her mouth to ask him if anyone was on watch, when he suddenly stood up, glaring calmly at someone behind her,

"You wanna rethink that log, Ed?" He questioned, his voice low enough that the flickering and crackling of the low flames were still audible. He was right, of course. Ed was being a twit. Walkers would be able to see them from miles around if that flame got any bigger. Cassia turned and with a resigned huff, decided to try and stifle her panicked feeling. Maybe it was the pregnancy? Maybe she didn't have a feeling this time? She aimed to distract herself by getting herself mesmerised by the low burning fire, tuning out of the argument and losing herself in the flames. She wasn't aware how long she did that, exactly, until a shrill scream tore through the air and brought her back to reality faster than if a cold bucket of water had been dumped over her head. The odd thing was, she hadn't known these people that long, and she already _recognised that scream_. It was Amy. She knew it was.

Cassia jumped to her feet as the now all too familiar sound of walkers started to sound from all around them. That horrifying moaning and gasping, wheezing and croaking, the snarling and wailing and sometimes even growling would always haunt her nightmares,

"_Dale-_" She called out to the man next to her, but he'd already leaped into action, no doubt trying to make his way towards Andrea and Amy. This left Cassia alone to deal with the walker that was shambling towards her. Rather, it was half dragging itself. One of it's legs could be deemed useless and the walker seemed to be using the bone to walk on. They really didn't feel pain or experience tiredness. Cassia wrung her hands as she desperately scrambled around for something to use as a weapon. She needed to think straight. What did she _know_ she could do? She could throw knives, but... There were clearly now throwable knives in sight. In fact, the sight around her did nothing to help her, as everyone else appeared to be quickly losing their battles. A small uncomfortable feeling towards her abdomen reminded her that she wasn't just surviving for one... She was surviving for _two_.

This was what she'd needed. Cassia's eyes landed, finally, on the pile of logs that had been left by the fire, right by where Ed had been sitting. Where was Ed? Cassia decided swiftly that Ed must be the thing that rhymed with his name now. How poetic. She lunged forward and swooped up the nearest log, hyper aware of how close the walker was gradually getting. Others around them were fortunately busy feeding (she felt horribly guilty for thinking this, but~) and this one particular walker seemed to be entirely fixated on eating her. She was _flattered_. Cassia snarled and threw the log at the walker's head. The log hit the walker right in the temple, caused it to stagger back, but then fell to the ground and was no longer of any use to her. She cried out in desperation, and started to back up, aware she didn't have much room to maneuver, _Daryl Dixon where the hell are you right now?_

Something hit the walker perfectly, right in the side of the head, and went in deep. Blood spattered towards her but didn't quite reach her, the space being enough. Cassia blinked. A crossbow bolt. A hand, to her left. A grimy, dirty, _familiar_ hand. _Daryl_. She'd never been so damn happy to see that man. She could have kissed him right then and there. She didn't, of course, but she was feeling up to it. Daryl's usually cold, shrewd eyes scanned her face briefly, and then his hand clamped down on hers and that was when they started _running_. She was aware of Daryl firing off some shots around them. She had no doubt he got the headshot every time. They'd reached the RV, and everyone else was gathered here now. All the other survivors. She backed up until the hit the van, and then swiveled to look back at it in shock. She hadn't processed that it was there for some reason. The stench of death and just... human flesh was everywhere. It hung over them, threatening to suffocate them. It rattled around in her chest along with the panic and the horror and the anxiety. She caught sight of something among the destruction, and all of that suddenly turned to fury and vengeance. Sophia and Carol were struggling to back away from four walkers. Cassia's mouth set in a grim line and she fumbled for Daryl's hunting knives, two were hidden along his belt, she knew that, and ignoring his protests, she took them, and the tree that were on his hunting vest, and then she was off. She leaped over a dead body, veered right wildly, suddenly, to avoid a lunging walker, she heard a _thwack_ behind her and assumed that must have been Daryl's work. He had her back. Good. She glanced right and automatically stabbed a walker right in the center of it's temple. She had to work to get the knife back out, but she managed it. Cassia had no idea what she was doing, but it was like something else had taken over her. The sight of Carol and Sophia vulnerable and on the verge of death when they could be saved was too much. It caused her to snap, triggering something inside of her, and now here she was, on some kind of homicidal auto-pilot. A knife plunged into the back of the nearest walker, and she kicked it hard in the back to dislodge her knife; a chunk of the head and the brain coming away with it. She used a second knife to force the extra bits off and then used both knives to get the next walker either side of it's head. Oddly enough, she had been so exact with her aim that the two hunting knives met each other in the middle of the walker's head.

Cassia blacked out after that, as a walker had gone for Sophia. _Lunged_ for her. Of course, there was no way Cass could allow that.

When she did eventually come back to her senses, she was back over by the RV, and Daryl was kneeling down in front of her, cleaning up his hunting knives with a dirty rag. She frowned as she focused. What was that wailing sound she could hear? Like a siren. Were the police coming? Had there been some sort of accident? Had she been in a car accident with Merle and Daryl? She scanned the faces around her but could not pick out Merle's sneer or his smug smirk amonst them. Daryl was here, at least. Her eyes settled on the remains of a walker, and then everything fell back into place. A sob escaped her, and suddenly she was bawling, her entire frame rattling and shaking with it. All the tears she'd kept pent up and hidden away, all the anguish and the horror, her brave facade crumbled away and she knew Daryl had never seen her this vulnerable before, and he'd seen her at her absolute worst. He'd seen her during the darkest times of her life. It was funny how that was only about a month ago. There was suddenly an uncertain presence on her knee, and she opened her eyes to discern what it was, a teardrop falling onto the back of Daryl's hand. Cassia's lip trembled as she looked down at it, uncomprehending. What was Daryl's hand doing on her knee? She looked up to his awkward, somber expression. He was looking away from her and he was trying to hide it but the emotion was there. Was Daryl Dixon actually trying to comfort her? Cassia sniffled and brought a hand out from the blanket that had been wrapped around her, and very gingerly, she patted the back of his hand with four of her fingers. He glanced up at her and gave her a stiff nod, and then withdrew his hand and went back to cleaning his knives.

The sirens were still sounding around them. The realisation came to her that they weren't sirens, after all. They were the heartbroken cries of the dying and the broken and the mourning.


	7. Andrea

Everything was a mess. A bloody mess. There was this horrific _smell_ that hung about like the scent of meat cooking at a barbecue, except, of course, that the meat was... human? Cassia wasn't sure if the walkers would still be classified as human or not. Those of the camp that had turned were being... _dealt with_ and those that hadn't even made it that far were in such little pieces that not only were they impossible to identify, but all the survivors could do was to burn the remains. Cassia was sat on the upturned box by Dale's RV, right where she had ended up the night before. The night of the attack. She had moved around, trying to find somewhere in the camp that the smell didn't reach, but it was to no avail, and so such had returned to where Daryl had left her. Daryl himself was currently dispatching of the dead, even further, making absolutely sure that they were as proclaimed. Cassia had made sure to keep her line of vision centered far from where Daryl was. It didn't matter so much, as she could still hear him. The sickening crunch and then the squelch that was now the familiar sound of Daryl bringing the pickaxe down, destroying the brain. Even if they were due to become undead, there was no way they would be now. It had to be done, but that didn't mean it was pleasant as a sound, a sight or a concept. Cassia clutched at her stomach, her hand gripping at the fabric of her shirt, bunching up into a fist and she moaned, the dizziness coming over her once again, the nausea prompting her to drop her head down and close her eyes, propping her elbows up on her knees. The thing about all this was that Cassia had no idea if this was the pregnancy affecting her, or the smell and the events of the night before. She supposed it would be an interchangeable thing either way, each was certainly affecting the other. She dragged her hands down her face and then pushed her fingers up through her hair, holding it back from her face.

"Need a bucket?" Cassia glanced up to squint at T-Dog, the sun that was blistering down from behind him was almost blinding, and she had to put a hand up to shield her eyes. She was pale. She knew she looked pale, and that she was sweating, it was clear in his expression that he was thinking this as his eyes travelled over her face. Cass shrugged and shook her head,

"I haven't chundered yet." She replied meekly, offering him a weak grin,

"Hey, look..." He gestured for her to bring her attention back to him, his tone taking on a serious twist, "I wanted to apologise for... Merle."

"You don't need to-"

"I do. M'sorry I left him up there on that roof." Cassia tilted her head, her hand still shielding her eyes, and examined his expression in great detail, trying to pin down his level of sincerity,

"I forgive you, but I'm not even really the one who needs the apology. Daryl does. I knew Merle and I got on okay with him but Daryl is his _brother_. So far nobody has cared, and I think a sincere apology from you could do Daryl a lot of good." T-Dog licked his lips and a look of sheer panic flitted across his features,

"Y'sure Baby Daddy's not gonna come at me with a knife again?" He asked, and Cassia scoffed at the way he referenced Daryl,

"Shane took the knife, remember? You're safe from Daryl and his butcher act." She told him dryly, but still accompanied the statement with a smile. T-Dog seemed to appreciate this as he extended his arm and patted her shoulder amicably, smiling down at her good-humouredly. She returned the look until he suddenly glanced at something beyond and behind her and then, just like that, his genuine smile switched into an apologetic, appeasing one, and the hand disappeared very swiftly from her shoulder. He even took a few steps away from her, putting distance between them. Cass frowned and glanced over her shoulder, eyes searching for the answer to her unspoken question. Oh. Daryl. He'd put the pickacke down and was now leaning on it, his elbow propped up on the pick end of it, his other hand was holding onto the elevated one, and his expression was hard to make out in the sweltering brightness. Something about T-Dog's reaction told her he mustn't have looked pleased. Glancing back at T-Dog quickly proved that he had moved on. Even from this far away she could feel Daryl's gaze fix on her, and she spared him another look before she turned around once more and focused on the ground.

_Always another argument, always a conflict. Never more than a day's peace between us and never more than five hours of happy interactions per day. Why am I still here? Why am I still with him? All he does it hurt and shout and possess. I'm not even a flirtatious person. He says I'm not the problem, that other people are the problem, but how am I supposed to believe that when I'm the one who gets punished? When I'm the one with the bruises and the torment? No, I'm not flirtatious. Not in the slightest. I only thanked the guy for opening a door for me, right? But maybe... Maybe there was more than that. Did I do more? Did I not realise? Why can't I do things right and why can't I keep him happy? North Georgia might change him. Change us. Change __**me**__. That's what we need. North Georgia. Here's hoping North Georgia brings about a different Ross. _

Nearing footsteps were enough to bring Cass jolting out of her nap. She couldn't exactly say that she had been sleeping, but there were definitely visuals and memories running around in her head. Past musings and trains of thought. Such hopes she'd had for this trip to Georgia, and look what had happened. The goddamn zombie apocalypse. The Outbreak. The notorious footsteps turned out to be Daryl,

"What'd T-Dog want?" It sounded a bit like he was demanding it, but that might have just been how Cassia heard him after all the thinking about Ross. She adjusted her gaze from down to the pickaxe in his hand to his face,

"To apologise."

"Apologise? What'd he do to you?"

"For what he did to _Merle_." She'd predicted the way his face scrunched up a little and the beginnings of a storm that started to gather in his eyes, and so Cass carried on, interrupting him before he could give his heated reply, "_But_ I told him the apology was better spent on you. Told him you needed an apology more than I did. Turns out you freaked him out with your aggressive knife twirling. He's too scared to approach you without my reassurance." She smirked at seeing his expression change, grinning at him in amusement. He liked that. He was even looking like he wanted to laugh,

"Well... Damn right. S'pose it _was_ an accident, the key thing 'n all?" Daryl was considerably calmer by now, and Cassia allowed herself a relieved breath out, and relaxed in her posture. Daryl asked the latter part of his response as if he were waiting for her to verify his wonderings and to confirm his already half built up forgiveness. She cocked her head at him calmly and nodded,

"Merle's a racist asshole but he doesn't deserve to die. This group knows that. _T-Dog knows that_. Why else would he go to Atlanta with you to try and find Merle? He's ashamed. I've seen it in him when he's apologisin'." Daryl had started nodding slowly when she spoke up again, he was looking at the floor but Cass knew by now that this was a sign that he was really listening, and so she took good advantage of the opportunity, "He's really sorry, Daryl. Give him a chance and hear him out when he apologises."

"Y'think?" He asked, referring to her belief in T-Dog's sincerity, and she simply nodded, once again. Daryl licked his lips and nodded, squinting a little as his attention veered off to T-Dog himself, standing over by the graveyard campfire, discussing something with Rick and Shane. He blanched upon noticing that Daryl was staring at him, and even seemed to start sweating. Damn. Daryl made an indistinct smug noise, it was almost a snort, and Cass raised her eyebrows at him,

"Alright, Alpha male. I'm going to go talk to Andrea."

"See if you can get 'er to hand over the bod- Amy." Daryl looked awkward for a moment and then sent a nod Cassie's way before turning on his heel and striding off. Cass frowned. She couldn't remember the last time they had gotten on so well for so long. She'd even managed to avert a Dixon rage tantrum. One good thing about near death experiences are how they bring people together.

Andrea. Andrea was a different story. She was pale, just as Cassia had been earlier, and she was sure the woman might also be feeling sick, but for a different reason enirely. Cassia's sickness had been due to a life not yet born or begun, and Andrea's was for a life just lost and ended. Cassia would have appreciated the poetry of it all if the situation were entirely fictional or at least metaphorical, but alas...

Everything about Andrea was still, as Cassia approached her. Everything but her eyes. They travelled over Amy's remains in repetitive, fluid motions, it looked as if every detail, every aspect and every memory of the girl were being committed faithfully to memory. Cassia sunk down to crouch down next to Andrea, and then carefully maneuvred down into a sitting position. It wasn't hard or even unpleasant, it was just that little bit uncomfortable now that she was pregnant. She was thankful for the time she had now when she could do it, before she got even bigger and more pregnant. Andrea didn't even glance her way. There was so much tragedy in her eyes. They were usually very coy and knowing, as if she knew everything about you before you did yourself. They were always somehow searching, her blue eyes, as if she always needed to know more. Not now. Now she looked like she would shatter if she was spoken to too harshly. Cassia couldn't blame her, not like Daryl could. It was so hard to let go.

"Valerie was always so full of life and questions, just like Amy." Cassia stated quietly, eyes flitting to Andrea when the statue broke it's state to turn her head ever so slightly in her direction, "I met that girl when I was three years old, and every time she blew out the candles on every birthday cake she had, she always wished to travel. I would be the only one she could tell about that, because I was her best friend, and so it was different." Cass smiled, it was a wistful smile, albeit a very sad one, and rubbed at her neck before continuing, "We started to plan his roadtrip when we were thirteen. Well, I was thirteen; she was fifteen. We'd start in Georgia, we'd drive North to East to West to South, and then we'd catch a plane and fly out to Thailand. I don't know why that was the plan, exactly. I only got to choose the roadtrip part. I'd closed my eyes and placed my finger down on a map, and when I opened my eyes, I'd chosen Georgia. Valeria got Thailand when it was her turn, and so that was the plan," Cassia licked her lips and glanced at Andrea, who had never taken her eyes off of Amy's face, but had angled her head slightly towards Cassia, and was obviously listening. "It was supposed to be just the two of us, but... But Ross couldn't stomach the thought of me going away for whoever knew how long, unattended, so he joined us and two became three." She knew Andrea would be able to read behind the lines there, and work out what she'd meant by that, "We arrived in North Georgia and met the Dixon brothers the very same day. Their house was not even three minutes away from the one we were renting. Merle took a liking to Valerie straight away, and she fell right under his spell, just like _that_." Cassia clicked and sighed, dragging a hand down her face before carrying on. It was getting to the hardest part of the story, "Two and a half weeks later and the dead are up and walking and chewing on every living thing they can get their hands on. Valerie was-" A lump in her throat made it hard for her to swallow and her voice broke a little, "Valerie was with Merle when it reached us. I don't know if he tried to save her when he got out of there, but he certainly didn't look back when he was running towards us. We all tried so hard to.. To _save her_. I tried so hard, Andrea, but the thing is that it doesn't matter what you do or how hard you fight. When the world decides it wants to take someone, it will take them. I got to her too late. She'd been bitten, and this was before I knew what that meant, but her immune system had always been weak, and a lot of her right arm was missing, and her intestines were not in her body the way they were supposed to be... She died in my arms."

A hand laid itself down on top of Cassia's trembling one, and squeezed very feebly. She brought a sleeve up and wiped away the traitor tears, trying to keep the noise to an absolute minimum. Andrea squeezed her hand again and she looked up to see that Andrea was _actually looking at her_. Cass swallowed thickly and Andrea's eyes swam with sorrow and deep rooted pain, upon closer inspection, but above all that, at the very surface, there was sympathy and gratefulness,

"Thank you." Was all Andrea whispered, but the sentiment behind it brought power to the words, a sort of grace to them. Cass was sure it was all Andrea could manage, but it was enough, it was more; it was beyond the words she'd spoken. The thanks was for more. Andrea returned to Amy. Cassia nodded and got to her feet, patting Andrea's shoulder as she passed behind her.

Jim was bit. Jim.

It was all beginning to be too much.

Daryl wanted to axe him in the head right then and there. Cassia didn't even have the energy or spirit to try and stop him. Rick and Shane did it instead, probably more effectively, too. Rick's solution was probably actually more harmful than Daryl's but it was optimistic for a change, and it was hopeful. It wasn't a big kind of hope or even an acknowledged one, but it was still there. It seemed likely the group would be heading for the CDC, if Rick got his way. Jim was hidden away in Dale's RV with people volunteering to watch him and take care of him, and Daryl and his pickaxe was kept under constant scrutiny. She let Daryl rant to her about it for a bit, until something about an expression change had convinced him she was rolling her eyes or something, and they had an argument. It wasn't an unexpected occurrence. Hormones and the Dixon temper would never go hand in hand. There was bound to be daily upset.

She yawned, a hand going absentmindedly to her stomach, she smoothed it over the ever growing swelling there. It was still so slight, so subtle, but it was more pronounced than it had been, because of the sudden lack of food and nourishment she had been receiving herself. If she wore baggy clothes she could still easily disguise it, but a vest or clingy shirt revealed it to be the baby bump that it was. It was too well rounded to be fat. Too firm. She really was exhausted, but she couldn't even sleep, her mind was always plagued with the mixed horrors of the past and the present. Valerie's face featured regularly. Cassia would never in her life forget the last time she'd seen the light in her best friend's eyes, the last time she'd smiled at her, never forget how all she could do was sit there and sob and whisper to her as the light _left_ those eyes, but the smile always remained. Cass sniffed and looked sharply away from her hand. She had a ring there with a little moon engraved on it, while Valerie had owned the sun. Now, Cassia had both, and didn't know what to do with either.

Daryl returned to her later on, when she was sat by the campfire. They never apologised to each other when they argued, but there was always an unspoken forgiveness between them after a few hours. He must have noticed the pensive staring at the rings, as he sat down heavily in the seat beside her and spoke up,

"Bet she's proud." He remarked, and Cassie was brought right out of her miserable reverie, shooting him a questioning look. Daryl never looked anywhere near her but spoke again,

"Val."

"Proud of what?"

"You."

"Me?"

"Yup."

"For moping around being nauseous and useless?" Daryl snorted at that and shook his head, stretching his legs out infront of him and putting them up on a little broken mini fridge infront of him, crossing them at the ankles,

"Nah, for survivin'. She only ever talked 'bout you."

"No she-"

"T'me, she did. Couldn't never shut up 'bout it. Annoyin'." He grumbled, but she could see what he was trying to say. Once again, he was trying to make her feel better. Cassia studied him thoughtfully for a moment before inclining her head,

"Thanks." She offered, but he was already pretending to sleep. She actually did roll her eyes this time and sighed, "I don't know what to do with these rings."

Daryl said nothing, but his breathing was not even or slowed down enough for him to be sleeping, and his posture was still too well held together. He'd heard her.

Which was why she knew who the culprit was the next morning, when she found a little pouch with a silver chain as the contents outside her tent the next morning.


	8. The Origins Of The Chain

The chain was Carol's, she was told the next morning, by the woman herself.

"He didn't steal it. I gave it to him." She'd explained. Cassia blinked. The thought had never crossed her mind. She'd never assumed that Daryl had stolen it.

"It's a thank you present. A gift to say thank you for what you did for Sophia and for me."

"When I lost it and stabbed and violently kicked several walkers in the head?"

"...Uh, sure."

_What a waste of a joke. Valerie would have laughed. Merle would have laughed. Daryl would have- Well, Daryl would have __**smirked**__._

"That's... sweet. Thank you."

"And for before... With Ed." Oh, geez. This was swiftly getting too serious and awkward for a first thing in the morning conversation.

"That's no problem, either. I'm very sorry for your loss."

"I'm not."

"Oh... I suppose you wouldn't be."

"He was my husband, but he was also a sick, twisted man. I doubt I'll ever forgive him, and now he's gone and he'll never be able to earn that forgiveness." Cassia didn't know what to say to that, so she nodded very gravely. "You're lucky to have Daryl. Going out of his way to get that chain for you... He seems like a good husband."

_Husband?!_

"Oh- Uh, no. Daryl's not- He's not my husband. We're not married."

"Really? I'm sorry, I thought-"

"It's not a problem. You're not the first."

"So are you engaged? Planning to get engaged?"

"We're not... even together."

"How do you mean?"

"Together. We're not together. We're both single."

"Oh."

"As some like to say; I'm his 'baby mama'."

"Well, that's... one term for it."

"It's probably the most complimentary one." Carol laughed at that, the tiredness that had permeated her features before disappeared very briefly, and she instantly looked about ten years younger. Cassia smiled reflexively.

"Have you never... discussed it?" Cassia hummed in contemplation and folded her arms, rocking her weight onto one side as she bent her leg a little and jutted out her hip, mulling the question over,

"I don't believe we ever have, no. Communication is not really a thing the Dixons are great at." She shrugged and smoothed a hand generally over her little swelling, patting it gently when Carol glanced down at it.

Some small talk, a few laughs and genuine smiles and some more getting to know later, and Cassia had decided that she really did like Carol. She could be a very warm and kindly person once she relaxed and opened up to a person.


End file.
